
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Gregory Gleason 
 

Department of Political Science and Public Administration 
University of New Mexico  

 
 
 

Draft – Please do not cite without author's permission 
 
 
 
 
 

Prepared for FAST Workshop:  
 

Early Warning in Practice: The Case of Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan. 
 

Washington, DC – February 16, 1999 
9:00 am – 5:30 pm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FAST, Swiss Peace Foundation, Institute for Conflict Resolution 



FAST Case Study: Uzbekistan                                                                                        Gregory Gleason 
 

 
FAST, Swiss Peace Foundation, Institute for  Conflict Resolution                                     5-Feb-99 -- 1 

                                                

ABSTRACT 
 
The most heavily populated of the core Central Asian republics, Uzbekistan, quickly 
established itself as defiantly nationalist after independence.  In a few short years the country 
jettisoned virtually the entire legacy of seventy years of Soviet, that is Russian, political 
control and cultural influence.  Uzbekistan's authoritarian president, Islam Karimov, only a 
few years ago a dutiful communist, quickly became an enthusiastic champion of an 
independent political path and an Uzbek cultural renewal.1  In ways reminiscent of the 
actions of Turkey's Kemal Ataturk, Karimov engineered a determined national 
consolidation.  Government, economics, culture--the entire spectrum of policy arenas--was 
subsumed into the drive to "recover" Uzbekistan.  The Russian language, uniformly 
prevalent just a few years ago, was quickly replaced by the Uzbek language.  The neo-
mercantilist Uzbekistan government aggressively sought diplomatic and commercial ties 
with a host of countries, partially in order increase its foreign policy options, but mainly in 
order to increase the prerogatives of the narrowly designed neo-mercantilist Uzbekistan 
state.      
 
1. HISTORY  
 
Uzbekistan is the most populous and most enterprising country in Central Asia.  The Uzbeks 
have traditionally been regarded as the most civilized, urbane, well-educated and talented of 
the Central Asian peoples.  The relations of the Uzbeks with the other peoples of Central 
Asia reflect this sense of aristocratic heritage.  Uzbekistan is indeed the rightful heir to moral 
and perhaps to a certain extent political leadership in Central Asia.  It is an accident of the 
Soviet breakup that Uzbekistan finds its path to restoration of its ancient glory obstructed by 
the rising fortunes of some of its neighbors. 
 
The Uzbeks have a distinctive style of behavior, very different than, for instance, their Tajik 
and Kyrgyz cousins.  Traditions of tribal democracy and inter-tribal confederation that were 
strong among the nomadic peoples of the mountains and the plains did not exist in 
Uzbekistan.  Uzbekistan celebrates traditions of hierarchy and authoritarianism more 
characteristic of a settled people of river valleys and desert oases.  Among the nomadic 
peoples it is considered gracious to discuss.  Among the oases peoples, it is considered 
gracious to obey, impolite to disagree, treachery to oppose.  As long as people are human 

 
1  Islam Karimov's justification of authoritarianism is presented in his Uzbekistan on the Threshold of the 
Twenty-fist Century (New York:  St. Martin's Press, 1998). Some scholars have seen intimations of 
democratization in the Karimov government's policies.  Frederick Starr argued in the pages of Foreign Affairs in 
early 1996 the Kazakhstan may have won accolades for its democratic rhetoric and for relinquishing its Soviet-
era nuclear weapons, but that in fact Uzbekistan showed greater promise of promoting enduring reform and 
stability in the region.  Starr viewed Kazakhstan's prospects for reform as dimmed by its ethnic and territorial 
divisions, by the absence of a strong scientific intelligentsia, by the weakness of local administrative institutions, 
and by an underdeveloped industrial base.  Starr saw in Uzbekistan a candidate for a regional stabilizer as the 
most likely candidate for fending off Russian and Iranian great power stratagems in the region.  And he saw in 
Uzbekistan the first tentative indications of a model that could be adopted to move the other newly emergent 
societies of Central Asia moved toward international standards of governance and economic functioning.  Starr 
asserted that despite Uzbekistan's "flirtations with Middle Eastern and Asian models of authoritarianism," the 
country was developing the groundwork for a civil society.   S. Frederick Starr, "Making Eurasia Stable."  
Foreign Affairs (January-February, 1996):  80-92. 
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beings, of course, different values and goals will exist.  But in native Uzbek society, open 
political contestation is considered a foreign importation.  
 

The Central Asian Region 
 

 
 
 
Uzbekistan's declarations of sovereignty (1990) and independence (1991) were less far-
reaching than in other Soviet republics.  These documents were intended primarily as 
instruments in negotiations with Moscow, not as the foundational instruments of a new 
Uzbek system of governance.  But by the early months of independence in 1992, it was clear 
that the existing Uzbek government had resolved to assume all the responsibilities of an 
independent, sovereign government.  
 
In Uzbekistan, as in all of the Central Asian republics, the transfer of power from the Soviet 
elite to the national elite was mainly a matter of changing names on office doors.  A political 
opposition did emerge upon independence, but the leading faction of beneficiaries of the old 
Soviet system used their powers to quickly brush the opposition aside.  Uzbekistan 
embarked upon a course of national consolidation that emphasized the state as the "leading 
and guiding force" of the society.  The government publicly emphasized the symbolism of 
Central Asian traditions of strong but benign leadership.  Meanwhile, in private, the 
government relied on Soviet-style techniques of manipulation and intimidation. 
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The government immediately took on personalistic tone, with the president, former party 
boss Islam Karimov, at the center.  Born in 1938, Karimov was a party worker who had 
risen through the financial bureaucracies of the republic.  He had worked in the party, served 
as the party first secretary of the Kashkadaria oblast committee, and then risen in the 
republican party bureaucracy.  He was not an Uzbek nationalist, but neither was he a 
socialist cosmopolitan in the mold of Nazarbaev or Akaev.  
    
Although Karimov was known as a staunch supporter of Moscow authority, he quickly 
changed his coloration after independence, arguing in favor of a nationalist policy agenda.  
As Karimov amassed power, the legislature continued to function, but a July 1992 decree 
authorized the president to withdraw the immunity of a parliamentarian who was charged 
with "anti-constitutional actions aimed at undermining the state structure.”2   The president 
presided over a presidential council, the economic ministries, a new system of regional 
administration, and the legislature.  In the summer of 1992 a Consultative Council was 
established.  The Council included the ministry officials and the new presidentially 
appointed regional bosses, the hakims.  Uzbekistan then proceeded to establish distinctively 
new institutions of government, institutions which decisively concentrated power in the 
hands of the president.   
 
Karimov insistently pushed the message that economic development, not European style 
civil rights, was the true benefit of national independence.  But the road to prosperity was 
not an easy one for Uzbekistan.  Russia's decision to free retail prices on many goods and 
services in January 1992 imposed upon Uzbekistan the necessity to do one of two things: 
either free prices or impose restrictions on exports to prevent subsidized goods from flowing 
out of the republic.  Uzbekistan opted to do both simultaneously.  Restrictions were 
immediately placed upon exports and prices for many goods and services moved upward, 
though not as swiftly as in Russia.  At the same time, the government gave the green light to 
the formation of parastatals (which in Uzbekistan are essentially government run enterprises 
that are nominally private).   The Uzbek Ministry of Trade was transformed into a Uzbek 
State Stock Association called Savdo.  The presidential gave the local hakims the right to run 
the branches of Savdo on a regional basis.  At the same time, a State Committee on State 
Property and Privatization, headed by the economist Shukhrat Gafurov, was established to 
oversee the process of the transition of state enterprises to private management and 
ownership. 
 
Uzbekistan adopted a pro-business posture.  The Uzbek government moved to boost foreign 
trade through a number of mechanisms.  A presidential decree in May 1992 provided that 
agricultural enterprises would be relieved of the Value Added Tax (VAT).   A decree 
designed to attract direct foreign investment came into effect on a few months later.  
According to the decree, enterprises that included a specified amount of foreign investment 
would be exempt from income tax during their first five years of operation. A major law on 
foreign investment was signed into effect in May, 1994.  The law was designed to create 
confidence among foreign investors that profits could be withdrawn from the country.   
 

 
2  INTERFAX (30 July 1992). 
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The Uzbek economy was more diversified than the economies of the other four core Central 
Asian states.  It included agriculture, light industry, heavy industry and important branches 
in primary commodities.  The primary commodity industries were buoyed early in 
independence by two important developments.  In February 1992 oil prospectors in 
Uzbekistan's Fergana Valley struck oil near Namangan.  The gusher erupted with such force 
that it took more than a month to cap it.  The area was renamed Ming-Bulak (1,000 springs).  
At about the same time, the managers of the Muruntau gold quarry, one of the largest gold 
bearing deposits in the world, signed an agreement with Newmont Mining Company to 
process the area's gold deposits.  With Soviet technology, it was necessary to process 
between one and two tons of ore to extract two grams of gold.  The technology that 
Newmont introduced made the mine economic to operate again.  Both the mining and 
petroleum industries stayed under the direct control of the government. 
 
The largest sector of Uzbekistan economy is agriculture.  Uzbekistan established a state 
agricultural trust in 1992.  Agriculture had been dominated in the past by large government 
managed operations.  For instance, in 1990, prior to independence, Uzbekistan had some 
940 kolkhozes and 1,108 sovkhozes.   The IMF team which collected data in the Central 
Asian states during site visits in the spring of 1992, reported that in 1990 and 1991, about 
one-half million hectares of arable land were distributed for families for use as private farms 
or as personal plots.  But this land was largely in two categories; it was either marginal land 
or it was located in the immediate vicinity of large urban areas.  Shortly after independence, 
the Soviet style farm units were quickly abandoned in favor of new forms of forms of farm 
ownership and management, but the new economic relationships were often little better than 
their predecessors when judged by efficiency criteria.  In most case the old farm 
management was retained in positions of power.  The state maintained a monoposony, 
particularly in high value commodities such as cotton.  In 1998 Uzbekistan produced 
roughly 3.25 million tons of cotton, down from the 3.6 million tons harvested in 1997.  Yet 
Uzbekistan continued to place great emphasis on the concentration in export-oriented 
technical crops (such as cotton) through maintenance of the state order system. 
 
Despite the fact that the Uzbekistan government has striven industriously to increase foreign 
commerce in the years since independence, a number of factors have complicated the 
integration of Uzbekistan into world markets.  Trade has been stymied by the lack of access 
to foreign markets caused by inadequate transportation infrastructure.  Trade has been 
restrained by inability to obtain and use foreign credits and the inability to attract foreign 
capital.  And Uzbekistan has pursued a counterproductive monetary policy of overvaluation 
of the national currency, the Som.   
 
At independence, Uzbekistan had no natural ports, no developed foreign trade infrastructure, 
and little foreign trade expertise.  Moreover, political relations with bordering countries 
forced Uzbekistan into a reflexive withdrawn posture.  For instance, as conflict broke into 
the open in the northern regions of Tajikistan in spring 1992, Uzbekistan acted to establish 
border controls.  In August 1992 the Dushanbe-Tashkent railway line was closed to prevent 
political refugees from entering Uzbekistan.  A short time afterward, Uzbek officials 
attempted to close the entire border between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.  The border with the 
northern Tajikistan province of Leninabad remained opened for a period but then also was 
closed, cutting off Tajikistan almost entirely from the outside world.  Customs and duty 
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stations sprouted at every border checkpoint, giving the newly independent Uzbekistan the 
character of a "closed society."   
 
Uzbekistan's transition to national independence was clearly a case of revolution "from 
above."  Virtually the entire political and economic leadership is a carry-over from the 
Soviet period.  Uzbekistan's national independence did not "restore" autonomy and national 
self-determination, for Uzbekistan never existed as an independent political unit prior to its 
capture in the late Nineteenth century by Russia.  Furthermore, after independence, 
Uzbekistan did not achieve "splendid isolation" and complete autonomy, for its 
infrastructure was tightly meshed with that of the former USSR in such a way that 
immediate disentanglement would have been suicidal.    
 
If the politics of independence in a country as proud, self-confident, and richly rooted in 
tradition as Uzbekistan teaches us any lesson about national independence at all, it is that 
autonomy in the modern period is necessarily limited and constrained.  Globalization, 
economic interdependence, and instant communication have limited the scope of 
independence.  Traditional nation-state conflicts such as economic nationalism and security 
competition have further constrained the meaning of independence.  It is clear that 
Uzbekistan is linked to the other countries of the CIS in ways that will continue to dominate 
Uzbekistan's political agenda for many years to come.   
 
The Uzbeks, a cultured, proud, and dignified people, have seen themselves historically as 
the moral and political leaders of Central Asia.  Uzbek politicians eagerly contemplated the 
prospect of reestablishing that role.  They assert that it is only an accident of history that the 
collapse of the USSR left nuclear weapons on the territory of their northern neighbors, the 
Kazaks, thereby catupulting them into the arena of international attention.  The rightful 
claim to the position of authority within Central Asia, many Uzbeks feel, is a historical, 
cultural, and geopolitical one, not one that must rest upon the remnants of the Soviet military 
capability.  Uzbeks explain that Soviet power was calculated in terms of decades.  Central 
Asia history, in contrast, must be reckoned in terms of millenia.  The tides of Central Asian 
history, they assert, favor a return to prominence of the Uzbeks. 
 
 
2. STRUCTURAL CONDITIONS OF THE CONFLICT OR CONFLICT 

POTENTIAL 
 
2.1.  Environmental Factors:  
The agricultural specialization of the economies of all the Central Asian countries links them 
closely to one another in many ways.  The close linkage between agriculture, land use, and 
water use makes agricultural specialization a key element in the emerging natural resource 
transboundary disputes among the republics.  In terms of potential market opportunities, the 
existing patterns of agricultural specialization also make the countries, as economists put it, 
trade competitors rather than complementors.  That is, they are more likely to offer the same 
goods and services for sale to one another than to offer goods and services that differ.   
 
The importance of agriculture in Central Asia is underscored by the desiccation of the Aral 
Sea.  The Aral Sea problem is not a problem of water scarcity but of water management.  
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Central Asia has adequate amounts of water, it is simply in the wrong places and being used 
irrationally.  The resulting water crisis has great implications for the trade strategies of the 
countries.  A water crisis imposes constraints upon farm incomes, rural employment, and 
agricultural export opportunities.  Water disputes thus frequently act as a constraint upon 
states' development strategies.  In the absence of economic asymmetries that make possible 
complementary trade exchanges, uncoordinated and conflicting development strategies can 
easily lead competing states into overt conflict with one another over transboundary 
resources. 
 
Central Asia's water crisis is a result of the excessive development of an agriculturally based 
economy in a semi-arid region.  Decades ago, the leading party and government organizations 
committed themselves to the goal of the "industrialization of Central Asia agriculture." Soviet 
leaders reflected on the experience of such Western countries as the United States, where the 
introduction of mechanical cotton harvesters virtually eliminated the use of manual cotton 
pickers in the space of fifteen years.  Soviet leaders reasoned on the basis of such examples 
that the introduction of mechanized methods of agriculture, the adoption of "industrial" forms 
of labor organization on the farm, and the diffusion of new agricultural technologies promised 
a technological breakthrough of even greater proportions for socialist agriculture.  They 
anticipated a socialist counterpart of the "Green Revolution" which transformed traditional 
agriculture in many parts of the Third World.  
 
Policies aimed at a breakthrough in Central Asian agriculture began with great expectations.  
As early as 1957, targets of mechanized cotton harvesting of eighty percent were announced.  
During the 1960s and 1970s, large numbers of mechanical cotton harvesters were produced in 
new and expensive factories constructed specifically for this purpose.  An elaborate 
administrative system was established to employ the most advanced scientific methods in 
managing cotton production, micro-managing everything from the selection of seeds to the 
setting of itineraries for trucks to carry the cotton to the ginning stations.  A vast irrigation 
network was constructed on the semi-arid Asian alluvial plains.  Scientific agronomic 
institutes were established to conduct research and act as agricultural extension services.  In 
the eyes of both Moscow and native Central Asian officials, the republics of southern tier 
were poised for a technological revolution. 
 
The 1950s did indeed witness a vast expansion in sown area throughout the regions of the 
USSR east of the Urals, particularly in Kazakhstan and Central Asia.  Cotton production in 
Central Asia more than doubled in this period.  While the USSR was the world's leading 
producer repeatedly in the 1970s, it fell behind China as the foremost producer in the 1980s, 
alternating with the United States for second place.  But the USSR continued to be a major 
exporter, particularly to the member countries of the former Council for Mutual Economic 
Assistance (CMEA).  The USSR exported on an annual basis an average of thirty percent of 
the entire cotton crop.  Cotton production was described by a team of specialists from the US 
Department of Agriculture as the "success story" of Soviet agriculture. Both Soviet and non-
Soviet scholars referred to the cotton complex as a model of development for the 
underdeveloped world. 
 
But by the latter 1980s, the practice of extreme specialization in cotton -- a practice that for so 
long had been heralded as the "patriotic duty" of the Asian republics -- came to be identified 
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as the cause of disastrous social and economic conditions in the Asian republics.  In the words 
of Rafik Nishanov, cotton monoculture was carried "to monstrous proportions." Speakers at 
the USSR Congress of People's Deputies in 1989 presented a litany of complaints claiming 
that cotton monoculture had saddled the Asian republics with declining production, farm 
inefficiency, economic corruption, mass unemployment, and environmental decay.  From a 
high point of 9.9 million tons of raw cotton in 1980, cotton production -- and the associated 
cotton revenues -- fell by twenty percent toward the end of the decade.  Economic corruption 
spread like a contagion throughout the cotton industry, affecting an entire stratum of the 
managerial elite and eventually reaching the heights of power in Moscow. Soil exhaustion, 
salination and the accumulation of residue from agricultural by-products, pesticides, 
herbicides, and defoliants damaged the region's ecology and precipitated a public health crisis.  
 
Central Asia’s main river basins link the states of Afghanistan, China, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Central Asia is currently in the midst 
of a water crisis.  The crisis is not one of water quantity but of water management practice.  
Adequate amounts of water exist, but water is in the wrong places and being used irrationally.  
Improvement in the management of water resources will increase farm productivity, raise 
farm incomes, improve the quality of life of Central Asia’s rural citizens, contribute to the 
broad goals of sustainable development, and may lessen tensions of water competition among 
the states of Central Asia.    
 
Uzbekistan is key to the solution of the major water management problems in the region.  
Located in the middle of Central Asia, Uzbekistan has the distinction of being the only 
double-landlocked country in the world.  It is the only country in the world all of whose 
neighbors are also themselves landlocked countries.  Uzbekistan has a total area of 447,400 
square kilometers, making it slightly larger than the American state of California. Uzbekistan 
has approximately 41,550 square kilometers of irrigated land.  Roughly 10 percent of the land 
is arable, with about 1 percent under permanent vegetation and 47 percent under meadows 
and pastures.  Uzbekistan has virtually no forest or woodlands. The water used for irrigation 
is withdrawn from Uzbekistan’s two major river systems, the Syrdaria and Amudaria, as well 
as from a number of other small rivers and exotic streams.   
 
During their first decade of independence, the Central Asia states discovered that they not 
only inherited many of the problems of past mismanagement under the Soviet regime, they 
also acquired a variety of daunting new challenges of participation in international affairs.  
One of the most illustrative examples is the case of the fragmentation of the highly centralized 
water management system in Central Asia.  Central Asia's two main river systems, the 
Syrdaria and the Amudaria, are international river systems.  Each passes through a number of 
different states of Central Asia.   As recently as three decades ago, about forty-five cubic 
kilometers of water reached the Aral Sea annually.  Ambitious agricultural expansion 
programs started in the 1950s resulted in the creation of an extensive, region-wide irrigation 
system.  Irrigation withdrawals put increasing demands upon the region's water resources 
throughout the 1970s.  By 1982, the annual inflow to the Aral Sea fell to nearly zero.   
 
The desiccation of the Aral Sea threatens the local economy, the ecology of the Aral Sea 
basin, and may have hydro-meteorological effects on a global scale.  The current situation has 
its roots in the past century of water management policy in Central Asia.  The pressures 
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exerted by the Soviet administrative “command and control” system to expand Central Asian 
agriculture in the 1950s required a significant expansion in the area's irrigation system.  
Although the expansion resulted in some success—the Soviet Union emerged for a period in 
the early 1970s as the world's largest cotton producer—the drain on Central Asian regional 
water supplies exacted a high cost.  The irrational valuation of water led to an emphasis on 
cotton and “monsoon crops.”   Upstream diversion of Central Asia's rivers for irrigation 
purposes resulted in progressively diminishing amounts of water reaching the Aral Sea.  Soil 
salination, mineral exhaustion, and the accumulation of residue from agricultural by-products, 
pesticides, herbicides, and defoliants seriously disrupted the region's ecological balance.  The 
human costs of the deterioration of the environment as measured by high infant mortality and 
morbidity rates may be attributable in part to the environmental damage of the exhaustion of 
the area's water resources.   
 
For a long period, criticism of the damage was held in check by the nature of the Soviet 
system and by the expectation of the diversion of water from north-flowing Siberian rivers to 
replenish the Aral Sea.  Just months after the Gorbachev administration came to power in 
1985, however, the main river diversion projects stalled and, a short time later, the plans to 
construct a "trans-Siberial canal" were discontinued altogether.  Central Asia's water problems 
acquired a new urgency.   
 
All analysts today agree that the source of the current water crisis in Central Asia is 
agricultural irrigation.  Irrigation accounts for about 84 percent of aggregate withdrawals.  
The most visible consequence of the water quantity crisis is the impending desiccation of the 
Aral Sea..   In general, as water is consumed in the irrigation process through evapo-
transpiration, the concentration of salts and other dissolved solids remaining in the water 
increases.  Thus, as a general principle, the greater the consumptive use upstream, the lower 
the water quality downstream.  Water added through irrigation percolates to groundwater and, 
even in semi-arid areas, can raise the water table to the point where it may damage crops by 
depriving roots of oxygen.  As irrigation in parts of Central Asia was expanded during the 
1950s and 1960s, Central Asian agronomists identified salination and waterlogging as chief 
culprits in the low and even declining yields they were observing by the mid-1970s.  Major 
efforts were devoted to creating drainage systems to draw off saline water and other dissolved 
solids and to rectify waterlogging problems.   
 
However, because the drainage system returned the runoff from drained fields back to the 
rivers, this practice had the effect of reintroducing the returned salts and other residues to the 
watercourse, increasing the concentration of total dissolved solids for all downstream users.  
Consequently, many managers assumed that the inexpensive way to solve the salination 
problem, as well as the more general water quality problem, was to isolate the drainage water 
from the watercourse by shunting it off into the desert to evaporate.  The result of this 
practice, of course, was increased waste of water.  
 
Any water management system involves two key components, a distribution logic and an 
institutional logic.  The distribution logic is determined by the physical watercourse and the 
man-made structures that have become part of it.  Physical structures are easily identified; 
they include dams, weirs, diversion canals, and so on.  The institutional logic is given by the 
aggregate sum of incentives and sanctions related to water use. The institutional structures are 
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less easy to define.  They include political authority, rules-in-use, management directives, 
financial incentives and, in general, anything that acts as an incentive or disincentive on water 
appropriators.  The physical system defines distribution logic; the institutional arrangement 
defines an institutional logic.  A general principle of water management is that to improve the 
efficiency of the entire water management system, either the physical structures or the 
institutional structures may be changed, but neither can be changed independently of the 
other.  If disjunctions exist between the physical and institutional logic, waste, inefficiency, 
and cheating can be expected.   
 
Recent research on the transboundary implications of the water management system identifies 
a number of pressing problems:   
 
• The most difficult single water dispute involves the trans-basin water transfer between 

Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan on the upper Amudaria. 
• The division of water most likely to lead to overt conflict is between Uzbekistan and 

Kazakhstan. 
• Multilateral and bilateral technical assistance should be conditioned on the principle of 

equitable apportionment of water among the Central Asian states.  
• The most likely path to economically efficient and environmentally responsible outcomes 

is to separate the management of the Amudaria and Syrdaria basins. 
 
These problems must be resolved, on a national basis, through rational, empirically justified 
water management policies.  These problems must also take into account the necessity to 
coordinate on a regional basis through international negotiation.   
 
2.2.  Economic Factors: 
When analyzing international economic relations it is often helpful to analyze the three 
sectors of currency, commerce, and capital.  But this approach assumes the existence of stable 
coordinating institutions.  In the case of Kazakhstan-Russian relations, the very act of creating 
coordinating institutions took up most of the early post-independence efforts.  Capital 
investment, with the sole exception of  the energy sector, was negligible.  For this reason, it is 
useful to review the establishment of coordinating institutions, the negotiations over currency, 
and commerce including customs arrangements.   
 
At independence Kazakhstan clearly felt a pull to the south. There was talk of the 
establishment of a Turkic Economic Community modeled on the EU.  While this did not 
materialize, a meeting was held in Teheran in February 1992 under the auspices of the 
Economic Cooperation Organization, ECO, featuring the theme of “a common Islamic 
Economic Community.”  The ECO, originally consisting of Iran, Turkey and Pakistan, was 
formed in 1985 as a regional counterweight to the EU.  At a May 1992 meeting of the ECO,  
all the Central Asian countries joined as members, but Kazakhstan was willing only to accept 
observer status.  The meeting ended in a resolution not to create new institutions.3  
 

 
3 Uzbekistan's Karimov was quoted after the meeting as saying “We are not planning to create a new 
geopolitical space." Asal' Azamov, "Aziatskii region: Kto ukrepliaet SNG,"  Moskovskie novosti No. 20 (1992): 
9. 
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A different meeting of the heads of Central Asian states in Ashgabat in May 1992 resulted in 
agreements regarding the area's physical infrastructure for trade and commerce, particularly in 
gas, oil, industry, railroads, surface roads, air routes, and customs.  Agreement was made to 
extend a new road which would link Istanbul to Almaty.  The group resolved to establish a 
trans-Asia railway from linking Ankara with Beijing through Almaty.  The group also 
resolved to build a gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to Iran, Turkey, and countries of Western 
Europe and to construct an oil pipeline from the Persian Gulf to Kazakhstan. 
 
These grandiose projects played well to domestic audiences and seem to promise progress, 
but in fact none of the projects could be realized without investment. A less appealing but 
more urgent task was that of establishing institutions for coordinating price liberalization.  
Russia was a leader in price liberalization, having virtually eliminated government subsidies 
by late 1992.  Elsewhere in the CIS liberalization was coming, but not evenly.  In Uzbekistan, 
the government was selling flour for less than a third of what it cost to produce it.4   
Uzbekistan flour was naturally finding its way into Kazakhstan where it was being sold at 
market prices.  Consequently, Kazakhstan was being pressured by Uzbekistan to go slow but 
forced by Russia to go fast.  Prices were freed on most items in Kazakhstan in late 1993.  
Subsidies were retained only on bread and a few items which were viewed as necessities.  The 
government property committee started the Kazakhstan voucher privatization program shortly 
afterward.  Open subsidies were completely eliminated in September 1995 in Kazakhstan, 
although vast sectors of the economy remained under state control.       
 
Every bit as troubling as the liberalization problem was the currency problem.  None of the 
successor states was in a position at independence to rapidly introduce its own currency, yet 
none of the countries wanted to be dependent upon monetary decisions taken by Russia.  Each 
of the states considered the idea of introducing separate currencies during the first months of 
independence.  Ukraine began issuing state ration coupons.  Estonia introduced the first post-
Soviet currency, the Kroon, in June 1992.  Russia announced that it would make the ruble a 
fully convertible currency by July 1, 1992, and then changed the date to August 1, 1992.  At 
the CIS summit in Bishkek in October the states agreed to maintain the ruble zone.5   Tiny 
Kyrgyzstan was the first CIS state to opt out by introducing the Kyrgyz som late in 1992.  
 
After the ruble floated on the international market, its value immediately plunged, falling 
from 130 to over 450 rubles to the American dollar.  Russia begin printing post-Soviet rubles.  
Huge amounts of old rubles moved into Kazakhstan. The money supply grew from a trillion 
rubles in September to between 3.5 and 4.5 trillion in November 1992.  Kazakhstan left the 
ruble zone by issuing its national currency, the tenge, the following November 1993, but only 
a full year after other CIS states had begun leaving.  Following the introduction of the tenge, 
the government sharply restricted the money supply.  Billions of rubles were frozen in 
accounts while government commissions ruled on the legitimacy of their origin. 
 

 
4 INTERFAX report. (4 October 1992). 
5 Kyrgyzstan signed the agreement but shortly thereafter left the ruble zone when in late 1993 it became the first 
CIS state to introduce a national currency by introducing the Kyrgyz Som. 
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2.3. Social Factors:  
The European and American world has grown accustomed to thinking of communities in 
terms of "nations" and "states."  Soviet ethnographers, who rejected analytical categories and 
concepts which they regarded as "bourgeois apology," preferred to use other terms.  They 
spoke of groups in Central Asia not in terms of the concept "nation" but as "etnos," that is, as 
ethnic proto-groups.  But even this invention of Soviet ideologically-driven sociologists was 
basically a variation of Euro-centric ideas. 
 
The idea of "nation" has its origins in the work of European scholars who, in their 
interpretations of European history, gave conceptual reality to these categories.  In the 1940s, 
the great European scholar Hans Kohn could make pronouncements about the nature of 
nationalism with such force and power that scholars, political thinkers and journalists began 
to interpret the desert peoples of the Middle East, the tribal groups of African states, and the 
compact, highly civilized societies of the Far East as typical European "nations" waiting for 
typical European "statehood."  
 
Eventually these categories were given life and meaning in the political practice of European 
societies.  As Europe's influence spread around the world, so did the influence of these 
concepts and definitions.  If "nations" were a part of the framework of the future, then the 
backward peoples of the world must surely find have to find their natural national identities 
before they could join modernity.  With the passing of time, the European categories were 
assumed to be universals.  But the reality of ethnographic identity in the widely different 
cultural contexts of the world may be very different than what the convenient European model 
expresses.   
 
One way to think of the groups of people in Central Asia is to conceive of them not as 
"nations" on their way to "statehood," but rather to think of them in terms of their own natural 
history.  Their natural history is connected to the physical features of Central Asia.  When 
Central Asians reflect on their cultural experience, one thing that looms large in their 
background is the mountains.  Geographers tell us that there is no comparable area on earth 
with "more topography" than Central Asia.  The mountains of the Tien Shan, the Pamir, and 
the Altai fuse in Central Asia to create the greatest upwelling of earth anywhere on the globe.  
If we think in terms of the livelihoods that people pursued in traditional Central Asia, a 
picture of groups emerges which emphasizes the prominence of the mountains.   Living high 
in the mountains were the sheep and goat herding peoples whose lives were always associated 
with the natural seasonal migrations.  These were the high mountain herders.  Somewhat 
lower down in the mountain passes were the peoples of the high valleys.  Yet farther down the 
great slopes were the settled peoples of the fertile valleys and oases.  The nomads roamed the 
high plains extending to the north and the north-east of the great mountains.  Finally, amid the 
vast expanses of the Kyzyl Kum (Red Sands) and Kara Kum (Black Sand) were the desert 
nomads.   
 
It is surely a mistake of Eurocentrism to conceive of these peoples and groups as nations.  The 
peoples of Central Asia, before they were anything resembling "nations," were socio-
economic groups that had distinctive styles of organization and distinctive cultural features.  
The mountain people of what is now Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan were closely tied to the cycles 
of nature.  Their livelihood depended upon mobility dictated by their need to follow the 
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seasons.  For mobile peoples, the mountains afforded natural protection from marauders.  
They found common property conventions to be more important than private property 
conventions.  At the same time, their family structure was strong.  Rather than empire, tribal 
confederation built around the family was the basic form of political organization. 
 
2.4. Political Factors:  
Uzbekistan's Constitution was adopted by the parliament in December 1992.  The 
Constitution consists of a preamble and six main divisions, including 26 chapters and a total 
of 128 articles.  The divisions concerned the sovereignty of the republic, civil rights, the 
social contract, and the state legislative, administrative and judicial systems.   
 
According to the constitution, the supreme soviet (parliament) was replaced by the Oliy 
Majlis (Supreme Council).  The judiciary adopted a three-tiered system consisting of 
Constitutional Court, Supreme Court, and Arbitrazh Court.  In theory, the judiciary is 
independent; in practice, however, the capacity of the judiciary to function as an 
independent branch of government was limited.  The branches were not coequal or balanced; 
the executive branch is superordinate in virtually all matters.   
 
The Constitution describes a secular, democratic state in which "the people are the sole 
source of state power."  According to the rhetoric of the Constitution, the highest organ of 
power is the legislature.  But according to the blueprint of government, the Constitution 
describes a unitary, "presidential form of government."  The President is identified as the 
"head of state and executive authority" in the republic and there are no meaningful lower 
tiers of independent authority (i.e., no federal divisions).  The preamble to the Constitution 
notes that one of the principal goals of the people of Uzbekistan is to "create a humane and 
democratic rule of law."  The Constitution is written in Uzbek with parallel text published in 
Russian and other languages.  The Constitution guarantees rights of freedom of speech, free 
assembly, religion, as well as the rights to express one's national heritage.  What the 
Constitution does not say is also important; The Vice President is not mentioned in the 
Constitution and no relationship is specified in the Constitution between the President and a 
political party.   
 
Included among the president's powers is the right to form a government and head it and 
appoint and dismiss the prime minister and cabinet ministers, to appoint and recall 
diplomats, to establish and dissolve ministries, to appoint and dismiss the Procurator-
General and his deputies; to nominate appointees to the Constitutional Court, Supreme 
Court, and Board of the Central Bank, to appoint and dismiss judges of regional, district, 
city and arbitration courts, to appoint and dismiss Hakims for violations of the law, to 
suspend or repeal acts of Hakims, to sign all laws of the Oliy Majlis or return them for 
reconsideration, to declare state of emergency, to serve as Commander-in-Chief of the 
armed forces, to declare war, award orders and medals, to rule on matters of citizenship, to 
issue amnesty and pardons, and form and dismiss heads of the national security service.   
 
The president is elected by direct, secret (but not necessarily competitive) election for a term 
of 5 years.  According to the Constitution, a president can hold the office no more than two 
terms.  After state service, the President becomes a lifetime member of the Constitutional 
Court. 
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In Uzbekistan the legislature, the Olyi Majlis, serves as an advisory and legitimating 
instrument, not as a deliberative body.  Following the last parliamentary elections in 
December 1994, the 150 member parliament convened to formally adopt Uzbekistan's 
legislation and propel it toward a law governed society.   
 
The three-tiered judicial system is subordinated to the Ministry of Justice.  The court system 
is funded from the state budget.  In order to avoid partisanship, no judge may be a member 
of any political party.  The Procurator's office represents the prosecutorial arm of the justice 
system.  It is responsible for public observance of the laws.  Procurators are appointed by the 
President and are restricted from any political or party activity during period of service.  
There are local and neighborhood conflict resolution committees -- the Mahalla -- which are 
reported to function effectively on a local level in many areas, particularly rural areas.   
 
The core of Uzbekistan's government is not the legislature or courts, but the system of 
administration that relies upon the twelve veliatlar (former oblasts) headed by hakims.  Of 
the hakim appointments announced in March 1994, all were ethnic Uzbeks, all had been 
previous oblast level communist party committee secretaries, and all were members of the 
Peoples Democratic Party of Uzbekistan, the party headed by Islam Karimov.  Each of the 
hakims administer their territories (see map) as emmissaries of the president.   
 
The political process is carefully monitored and controlled.  The Central Electoral 
Commission (CEC), a fourteen member board established by the parliament on the advice of 
the president, is responsible for oversight of the nomination process, the campaigning, and 
the organization of the election.  Campaign financing and campaign publicity is managed by 
the CEC.  According to the election law passed in December, 1993, the right to nominate 
candidates was reserved to registered political parties, the veliat legislative councils, and the 
Karakalpakistan parliament.  Moreover, political parties must satisfy the additional condition 
that they must have been registered with the Ministry of Justice no less than six months prior 
to the election and have collected 50,000 voters' signatures supporting the party's 
participation in the election.  These and other restrictions on the nomination process make it 
possible for the government to exercise a determinative influence on the preselection of 
candidates. 
 
2.5. Military and Security Factors:  
Central Asian leaders were not prepared for the trade and security implications of 
independence, nor for the political infighting which started as soon as independence began.  
But what Central Asia was perhaps the least prepared for was simply the deluge of influences 
from the outside world.  Soon after independence came voluntary assistance programs by 
Churches and cultural groups.  Some humanitarian assistance came to Uzbekistan in the form 
of "Operation Provide Hope," a program formally announced at the "Coordinating Conference 
on Assistance to the New Independent States" held in Washington in January, 1992.  Soon 
afterward, the European Union established the Program of Technical Assistance for 
Commonwealth of Independent States (TACIS).  The European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development opened a mission in Tashkent.  The U.S. Peace Corps arrived in late 1992.  The 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank opened permanent offices in 
Tashkent.  By 1994, Uzbekistan was no longer terra incognito to the outside world.  For better 



FAST Case Study: Uzbekistan                                                                                        Gregory Gleason 
 

 
FAST, Swiss Peace Foundation, Institute for  Conflict Resolution                                     5-Feb-99 -- 14 

                                                

and for worse, Uzbekistan became accustomed to diplomats, business people, tourists, do-
gooders, and some do-not-so-gooders.  Uzbekistan officials, it seems, came to feel that the 
outside world was more difficult to adjust to than they had expected.6  Many in Uzbekistan 
began to talk about doing things in an "Uzbek way."     
 
The Tajikistan civil war erupted in June 1992 threatening all of Central Asia, but not any vital 
interest of Russia.7   Uzbekistan was the state most directly threatened by civil war.  
Uzbekistan president Islam Karimov advanced a proposal for the establishment of an “Asian 
Defense Alliance” but the proposal was vigorously opposed by neighboring Turkmenistan.  
The idea of a regional alliance went no further.8
In September 1992, Nazarbaev circulated an initiative on creating a confidence building 
consultative body that would unite the military capabilities of the Central Asian states.  The 
proposal was circulated to leaders of Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan as well as 
Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey.   This initiative received a lukewarm reception and quietly 
disappeared.  Failing a the emergence of a regional “grand coalition,” the Russians decided to 
act unilaterally.  The Russian government put the former border troops USSR and of the 
existing CIS command stationed in Tajikistan under Russian jurisdiction.  This de facto 
resolution of the regional security problems of Central Asia has endured from 19991 until the 
present day.   
 
During the first half of 1992, a series of bilateral and multilateral agreements incrementally 
transferred functions to the national level.  The basic framework of this devolution was 
established by the agreements reached in the CIS heads of state meeting in Minsk in March 
1992.  In all, 16 documents were signed, but not by all CIS states. The presidents adopted a 
CIS Collective Security Treaty at the in May summit in Tashkent, but again, not all countries 
signed.  The treaty provided that aggression or threat of aggression against one country would 
be regarded as aggression against all participants in the treaty.  The agreement also paved the 
way for the abolition, on June 30, 1992, of the Turkestan Military District.  An agreement 
signed in July 1992 in Moscow finally phased out the Soviet force command structure in 
favor of Chief Command of the Joint Military Forces.  The agreement maintained a single 
command structure for strategic weapons; it maintained the principle of coordination 
regarding collective security; it stated principles and doctrines for common CIS foreign policy 
initiatives; and it established procedures for dealing with security threats within the CIS.  In 
September 1992 the Chief Command of the Joint Forces of CIS assumed authority. 
 

 
6 Uzbekistan has repeatedly been involved in symbolic diplomatic standoffs with the United States.  Karimov 
rebuffed the U.S. Ambassador to the CIS, Strobe Talbott, in September, 1993, by offering a lecture on what the 
U.S. could gain from relations with Uzbekistan.  In January, 1994, Uzbekistan detained and then deported one of 
America's leading Central Asian specialists, William Fierman, in what was visibly a symbolic gesture.  Such 
incidents notwithstanding, the Uzbekistan government's fundamental willingness to cooperate with the U.S. and 
its desire for American technical assistance was manifest in such positive steps as the signing of the bilateral 
agreement on technical assistance of March 1, 1994. 
7 But Russia did not see it this way.  The Russian Foreign Minister explained why Russian vital interests were 
endangered in the Tajik conflict.  See Andrei Kozyrev, "Chego khochet Rossiia v Tadzhikistane," Izvestiia 
(August 4, 1993): 4. 
8 Turkmen President S. Niyazov claimed that the  "The Uzbek initiative regarding an autonomous guard for the 
state border has dismembered the cooperation and management of the Central Asian Border District."  FBIS-
SOV-92-027 (10 February 92): 79. 
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Before the Tashkent summit, Yeltsin had already signed decrees forming a separate Russian 
Army and appointing himself commander in chief and acting Minister of Defense. After 
Yeltsin's move, the trend toward national militias in the Central Asian countries gathered 
strength.  In Kazakhstan, Nazarbaev issued an interim decree on the existing military in 
March 1992.  He tended to the necessary; he ordered that military units be provided with food 
and material assistance and set troop pay scales. A law  establishing a Kazakhstan Interior 
Ministry of Interior was passed in Kazakhstan in June, 1992.  The law subordinated the troops 
to the Ministry and the Ministry to the President.    
 
 
3. MAJOR ACTORS AND THEIR CONFLICT POTENTIAL 
 
3.1  Characteristics of the Relevant Actors and Groups 
The most visible opposition movements in early post-independent Uzbekistan were Birlik 
(Unity) and  Erk (Will).  Birlik gained its support through spearheading protest efforts, 
drawing attention to pressing problems, and generally awakening Central Asian citizens 
from a state of political passivity.  Birlik's leaders defined the organization's main goals as 
achieving economic and political sovereignty while restoring the cultural values of the 
people of Uzbekistan.   Birlik started as only a small group of intellectuals, but quickly 
discovered broad popular support.  Timur Valiev, a member of the presidium of Birlik's 
Central Council and one of the founders of the group, observed that members were surprised 
by the number of people from all over the republic who approached them asking what Birlik 
intended to do to help the rural workers.  
 
Religious political opposition groups also existed in Uzbekistan.  The goal of the Islamic 
Renaissance Party (IRP), for instance, was to establish an Islamic state in Uzbekistan.  But 
the form of the state that this movement envisaged, according its chairman, Abdullakh 
Utaev, more closely resembled the modern state of Pakistan than that of Iran or Saudi 
Arabia. According to the Pakistan model, the Muslim style of life would be preserved by 
law.  Such practices as drinking, drug use, and prostitution would be illegal, and the official 
Islamic clergy that was allowed to operate under the Soviet regime--and was thus considered 
by the IRP to have compromised itself--would be replaced.  But, within the broad outlines of 
an Islamic state, the government would observe international standards of human rights, 
including the right to freedom of speech and religion as a matter of individual choice. 
 
 In addition to the nationalist and religious opposition, there was some opposition based on 
policy differences.  For instance, Faisulla Ishakov, Chairman of the Organizing Committee 
of the Uzbek Social Progress Party, opposed the Uzbekistan government on the grounds that 
it essentially continued to pursue the policies of the Soviet government.  Ishakov favored a 
new agricultural policy that included handing over land to peasants.  But even Ishakov, 
reflecting widespread fears that land privatization would result in racial stratification, 
claimed that there should be no right to resell the land for 20 years.  In the Otechstvo Party 
was established in Uzbekistan.  It was a party which claimed to be modeled upon western 
liberal-democratic parties.  The goal of the party, according to its general secretary, Uzman 
Azim, was to achieve the economic and spiritual independence of Uzbekistan.   
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Official an unofficial harassment of the opposition parties took a variety of forms during 
1992.  The newspapers Halk Suzi and Narodnoe Slovo were closed down in early 1992.  
President Karimov was harshly criticized by Russian and other foreign observers for 
attempting to silence political opposition and allowing opposition leaders to be isolated and 
even physically beaten.  Karimov defended his policy as the only means to avoid what he 
termed the "Tajik variant."  He stated publicly that his model of leadership would be 
Indonesia's Suharto.  Suharto, Karimov claimed, may have brooked little political opposition 
but he would be revered in history for setting his country on the road to economic 
modernization.   
 
3.2  Interests and Strategies 
Wide agreement exists on trade liberalization and greater export orientation in post-
communist countries, but not all economists agree on the best policies for attaining these 
objectives.  Two contrasting approaches dominate the debate.9  The “neo-liberal” approach 
argues that only wholesale trade liberalization and currency convertibility can provide a 
rational set of market incentives.  The “structuralist” approach emphasizes incentive 
selectivity, dynamic technical efficiency, and government guidance, arguing that these are 
more likely to determine industrial and agricultural restructuring than an allocation of 
resources driven entirely by the existing imperfect markets.  These two approaches are 
illustrated by the national macroeconomic development policies that emerged in Central Asia 
in the period 1993-1995.  Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan’s policies illustrate the typical neo-
liberal approach.  Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan’s policies illustrate a somewhat exaggerated 
form of the structuralist approach.  
 
Uzbekistan’s national development strategy emphasized the maintenance of local industrial 
capacity, full employment, rural development, and diversification of the economy through 
foreign direct investment.  To achieve these objectives, Uzbekistan maintained price controls 
and industrial subsidies.  A government monopsony on cotton and other major agricultural 
commodities was established.  To carry out these objectives, the government maintained 
strong state control over the economy, strict currency controls and a centralized planning 
mechanism.  Turkmenistan’s national development strategy similarly emphasized strong state 
controls.   
 
The second general model is illustrated by Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan’s national 
development strategies.  Both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan quickly adopted tradable 
currencies, liberalized prices, and privatized major sectors of the economy including industry, 
telecommunications and energy.  During 1994 both countries experienced very high inflation 
rates, although these stabilized in 1995.  Kazakhstan lifted virtually all subsidies on consumer 
goods in 1994.  State industrial subsidies were abandoned in 1994.   
 

 
9  Paolo Guerrieri, “Trade Integration of Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union into the World Economy: 
A Structuralist Approach.”   Pp. 1-03-129 in Beverly Crawford, ed., Markets, States, and Democracy: The 
Political Economy of Post-Communist Transformation (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995); Marie Lavigne, The 
Economics of Transition: From Socialist Economy to Market Economy (London: Macmillan, 1995), pp. 116-
117.   
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The fact that the countries moved forward toward a market economy at different rates, created 
problems of coordination of interstate settlements.  Moreover, some interstate cooperation 
agreements were premised upon continuation of Soviet era practices of in-kind transfers 
among the countries.  For instance, the interstate agreements to encourage cooperation in 
water management along the Sydaria River basin were based upon exchanges of energy for 
water.  Upstream water users preferred to use hydroelectric facilities for power generation 
during periods of peak power demand in winter.  Downstream agricultural users prefer that 
the water be retained in reservoirs until the summer period to be used for irrigation.   This 
zero-sum competition for water between up-stream and down-stream users in the past was 
solved through transfers of energy during winter months to the upstream countries.  However, 
as Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan privatized energy generation, they lost the capacity as states to 
continue to barter these exchanges.   
 
In the period 1995-1998 policy coordination in the Central Asian sub-region was complicated 
by the decision of the finance ministry in Uzbekistan to establish strict controls on currency 
convertibility.  In an effort to protect domestic industries and channel direct foreign 
investment, the government adopted a fixed exchange rate that substantially overvalued the 
Som.  To maintain control of the value of the currency, the government issued licenses to 
small number of private firms giving them the right to trade the Som for foreign currency at 
the government established rate.  A market rate closer to a natural equilibrium quickly 
emerged.  To prevent transactions from taking place at the market rate, the government 
imposed sanctions on private currency transactions.  Enforcing these sanctions entailed the 
establishment of an enforcement capacity.  This had a direct effect on foreign trade and on 
customs and border procedures.   
 
 
3.3  Capacity and Resources for Armed Conflict 
 
3.3.1  Weapons of Mass Destruction 
Of all the former Soviet states, Kazakhstan had the most delicate border situation with Russia.  
The Ukraine-Russian relationship was probably the most difficult, but the Kazakhstan-
Russian border situation was very delicate.  While Kazakhstan and Russia negotiated within 
the CIS structure, the most important agreements between the countries were bilateral.   
Nazarbaev and Yeltsin, who were personally acquainted before the breakup of the USSR, met 
in the regular meetings of the CIS heads of state but they also met in numerous separate 
meetings specifically to discuss border issues.  They met separately  in February 1993 to 
discuss Kazakhstan-Russian relations and issued a statement affirming the inviolability of 
borders.  They met again in the northern Kazakhstan town of Kokchetav in October to discuss 
security, disarmament, and strategic nuclear forces, as well as the scientific and technical 
facilities at Baykonur and Semipalatinsk.  They reaffirm the principle of the inviolability of 
the existing borders.  They met again  again in September 1992 in Moscow.  They reaffirmed 
the principle the inviolability of the existing state borders.  
 
Russia and Kazakhstan both were willing to participate in international efforts to control the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.  The standard administrative basis for export 
control for nuclear weapons related materials and dual use items was a list of controlled items 
and technologies contained in the Soviet state statute of  March 1989.   The exact contents of 
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the control list was not public.  A presidential resolution in April, 1992 established a Russian 
Federation Commission for Export Control. One of the agreements signed at the June 1992 
Minsk meeting of Defense Ministers obligated the signatories to coordinate efforts to prevent 
the proliferation of materials and technology. 
 
The western world was anxious to see that these weapons did not become a permanent feature 
of the relationship between Russian and Kazakhstan. But national independence had thrust 
Kazakhstan into the position of an unlikely superpower.  The Kazakhstan town of 
Semipalatinsk was the USSR's main nuclear weapons test facility.  Between 1949 and 1991 as 
many as 466 nuclear weapons tests were conducted at Semipalatinsk.  A considerable number 
of  tactical nuclear weapons had been deployed in Kazakhstan and in other parts of the 
southern USSR10     In late 1991 Kazakhstan probably had on its territory about 1,800 nuclear 
weapons, counting both tactical and strategic.  This gave Kazakhstan the fourth largest 
stockpile of nuclear weapons in the world.       
 
The Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), signed in July 1991 by Mikhail Gorbachev 
and George Bush, established a framework for substantial reduction in the arsenals of both 
countries.  Although the agreement itself dealt only with “strategic weapons,” US negotiators 
persuaded Soviet officials to agree to remove tactical nuclear warheads deployed in “outlying 
areas” to the Russian federated republic.11   And, to its credit, Kazakhstan never attempted to 
use the “nuclear card” to gain concessions from Russia.   
 
After independence, Kazakhstan took steps to establish itself as a "nuclear-free" state in 
Kazakhstan.  On May 23, 1992, the U.S., Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russia, and Ukraine signed 
the Lisbon Protocol to the START agreement.  The signatories to the Lisbon Protocol 
committed themselves to reductions in strategic nuclear weapons within the 7-year treaty 
period.  According to the agreement, Kazakhstan was acknowledged to have 1,400 
warheads.12    On June 5, 1992, Kazakhstan and seven other former Soviet countries signed 
the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty, which established limits on 
categories of tanks, artillery, armored combat vehicles, combat aircraft, and combat 
helicopters, and provided for the destruction of weaponry in excess of the limits.  Both the 
START ant the CFE treaty were ratified by the Kazakhstan parliament on July 2, 1992.  In 
December 1993, Kazakhstan ratified the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). 

 
Nazarbaev did not attempt to retain the status of a nuclear superpower, but he was also 
conscious not to relinquish nuclear status without security guarantees from the international 

 
10  In an informal protocol to the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty signed by presidents Bush and Gorbachev in 
July, 1991, Gorbachev was asked expeditiously to direct the withdrawal of ground-based tactical nuclear 
weapons from their places of deployment to safe storage areas within Russia.  In this way, the international 
community was requesting that tactical nuclear weapons be moved out of harm's way in the event of local 
hostilities.  Estimates are that prior to the agreement, Turkmenistan had 125 tactical nuclear weapons, 
Uzbekistan 105, and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan had 75.  The withdrawal of the tactical nuclear weapons to 
secure facilities within Russia was reportedly carried out prior to the August, 1991, coup attempt. 
11 On May 6, 1992, the Russian Foreign Ministry announced that all of the tactical nuclear weapons previously 
deployed on CIS territory have been returned to Russia. 
12 This number probably included 370 nuclear bombs and 1,040 nuclear warheads perched atop 104 SS-18 
ICBMs.  The tactical nuclear weapons that had previously been stored on Kazakhstan territory presumably had 
been removed. 
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community, particularly the US. Critics within Kazakhstan were aware that Kazakhstan’s 
nuclear status, once relinquished, would not be regained. They saw the logic of some analysts 
arguing that in under some circumstances "atomic nationalism" could "promote peace and 
reinforce international stability."  They were also keenly aware that Ukraine intended for 
negotiating purposes to retain its nuclear status for a considerable period and that influential 
specialists had argued that "Ukrainian nuclear weapons are the only reliable deterrent to 
Russian aggression."13  

 
Given these considerations, Nazarbaev’s initial position was that Kazakhstan should retain 
existing missile silos for commercial purposes; keep stocks of uranium and plutonium; keep 
test the facilities rather than destroy them; receive a portion of technical assistance from 
western countries; and have security guarantees.14   The US met some of these requests by 
offering Kazakhstan assistance through the Safe and Secure Dismantlement (SSD) program.  
But outsiders, the US in particular, saw little value in Kazakhstan continuing to bear the 
burden of a nuclear stockpile.  The US pushed for a non-nuclear Kazakhstan and, in one of the 
decade’s most important and least widely known foreign policy successes, the American 
Ambassador to Kazakhstan, William Courtney, engineered an agreement by which 
Kazakhstan voluntarily relinquished its weapons and its weapons grade material, becoming a 
non-nuclear state in March 1995.15
 
3.3.2  Theater Military Capabilities  
 
4. INTERNATIONAL INFLUENCE 
 
The primacy of the nation-state in international agreements is a basic principle of the 
international community.  It is customarily accepted as a fundamental principle in he evolving 
framework of international law in the states of the former communist world.  For instance, a 
standard CIS source on principles of international law notes that16

 
With the growing importance of the problem of the extension of the effects of 
environmental damage over great distances, that is, trans-border environmental damage, 
the fundamental principles of international law gain greater importance.  These are: 

 
13 John F. Mearsheimer, "The Case for a Ukrainian Nuclear Deterrent," Foreign Affairs Vol. 72, No. 3 (Summer 
1993): 51. 
14 Nazarbaev announced these conditions at his press conference of  February 18, 1993.  See ITAR-TASS (18 
February 1993). 
15 For background see Richard A. Falkenrath, "The HEU Deal," pp. 229-292, in Graham T. Allison, Owen R. 
Cote, Jr., Richard A. Falkenrath, and Steven E. Miller, Avoiding Nuclear Anarchy: Containing the Threat of 
Loose Russian Nuclear Weapons and Fissile Material (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996). 
16     “С обострением проблемы переноса загрязнения за пределы территории одного 
государства на большие расстояния (трансграничное загрязнение) важное значение 
приобретает соблюдение таких фундаменталных принципов, как уважение 
государственного суверенитета, суверенное равенство государств, территориальная 
неприкосновенность и целостность, сотрудничество, мирное разрешение 
международных споров, международно-правовая ответственность.” Колосов, Ю.М.   
Международное право (Москва: Междунородные отношения, 1995), стр. 578. 
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sovereignty of the state, sovereign equality of states, non-interference in domestic affairs, 
territorial integrity, international cooperation, peaceful settlement of disputes, and the 
obligation to abide by international agreements.   

 
Given this principle, it follows that international agreements must rely not upon the 
international organizations, regional international organizations, or other supra-state actors, 
but upon the collective action of the sovereign states of the region to achieve an accord that 
establishes a stable and sustainable water management regime.   
 
Reliance upon the state as the principal actor entails a number of well-known implications.  
One well recognized tendency of the dynamics of independence is that newly emergent states 
seek to increase their power and authority through further reinforcing the “hard shell” of the 
nation-state.  This natural tendency, when taken to the extreme, can result in the statism 
syndrome.   The statism syndrome is a consequence of well-understood and well-analyzed 
collective action dilemmas.  A collective action problem is any situation, subject to normal 
assumptions of rationality, in which parallel interests do not necessarily imply cooperative 
behavior.    
 
In the case of newly emergent states, even though the states act rationally to improve their 
situation through strategies which bring their ends into line with their means, they often find 
cooperation with their neighbors an elusive goal.  The statism syndrome may be defined as 
any situation in which states are linked in a common endeavor in pursuit of common security 
and economic goals in such a way that the more energetically and enthusiastically they 
pursue those goals the more likely they are to come into conflict with one another.  Two key 
aspects of the statism syndrome are the security dilemma and economic nationalism. 
 
4.1.  States: Neighboring States, Great Powers, Regional Powers 
In September 1996 the ruling members of the Afghan Government were driven from power 
by the Islamic Taliban movement.  Since that time, the Islamic State of Afghanistan has had 
no functioning government.  The country remains divided among fighting factions.  While the 
Taliban have declared themselves the legitimate government of Afghanistan, the UN and 
other international organizations have deferred decision on credentials and the Organization 
of the Islamic Conference has left the Afghan seat vacant until the question of legitimacy can 
be resolved through negotiations among the warring factions.  The country is essentially 
divided along ethnic lines.  The Taliban controls the capital of Kabul and approximately two-
thirds of the country including the predominately ethnic Pashtun areas in southern 
Afghanistan.  Opposing factions have their stonghold in the ethnically diverse north.  General 
Dostam's "National Islamic Movement" controls several north-central provinces.  Commander 
Masood controls the ethnic Tajik majority areas of the northeast. 
 
4.2.  Non-state Actors: Kinship Groups, NGOs, Guerilla Groups, etc.  
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4.3.  Other International Organizations 
The countries of Central Asia have newly established borders among themselves.  External 
Soviet borders remained unchanged after the disintegration of the USSR.  These external 
borders were previously subject to customs controls.  The internal borders delimiting the 
Central Asian states have also remained unchanged.  However, these borders were not 
previously subject to customs controls.  In the years since 1991, the countries have established 
the capacity to regulate these borders.   
 
In countries that are in the midst of the public management revolution to smaller, more 
efficient, more accountable public sectors, the line between the public and private sector is 
being redrawn.  In some cases the uncertainty of the distinction between public and private 
sectors can lead to confusion and even corruption.  Corruption may be defined as the 
diversion of public funds through misappropriation.  The opportunities for profit-seeking at 
the public expense or at the expense of the public interest are greatest at the frontier between 
the public and private sector.  Incentives for corruption are created in situations in which 
public officials are in a position to use legitimate regulatory powers for illegitimate private 
gain.  Incentives for corruption are created when private parties benefit at the public expense 
by engaging public officials in collusion to violate laws or to selectively implement laws.   
 
Customs regulation is an arena in which the incentives for corruption can be significant.  In 
general, the greater the non-tariff barriers to trade, the greater the opportunities for rent-
seeking on the part of customs officials.  The implementation of customs regulation is 
inherently decentralized.  Regulating the regulators is expensive and violates basic codes of 
behavior of those who serve in position that are demanding and require inter-group 
comaraderie for reasons of person safety. 
 
If we define a Central Asian Trade Region based solely on the volume of trade flows, the 
major trading partners with the countries of the region include Russia, the Peoples Republic 
of China (particularly the Xinjiang-Uygur Autonomous Province), Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, 
Finland, Turkey, and the countries of Europe.   For the previous decade the countries of the 
region have been engaged with an increasing degree of determination in a variety of 
cooperative undertakings to generally increase trade, lower transaction costs, and to do so in 
ways that are consistent with their defined national interests.  The frameworks for these 
efforts have ranged from loose free trade associations to more formal arrangements such as 
common markets, customs unions and economic unions.    
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Table 1 
Framework Agreements in the Central Asian Region 

Agreement  Form  Participants Provisions  Status  
Commonwea
lth of 
Independent 
States  
(December 
1991)  

Treaty of 
cooperation 

Russia  
Kazakhstan 
Kyrgyzstan 
Tajikistan 
Turkmenistan 
Uzbekistan  
 

General security 
and economic 
cooperation 
arrangements. 
Abolished USSR, 
established frame-
work for 
economic 
cooperation. 

Actively 
functions as a 
forum; very 
limited 
executive 
functions 

Economic 
Cooperation 
Organization  

Common 
market 

Afghanistan, 
Iran 
Pakistan, 
Turkey, 
Turkmenistan 

Forum for 
discussion of trade 
issues and 
coordination 

Deliberative, 
not regulatory 

CIS Customs 
Union  
 

Customs 
Union  

Belarus (7/95) 
Kazakhstan 
(7/95) 
Kyrgyzstan 
(12/95) 
Russia (7/95) 

No tariffs, no 
quotas,single 
customs procedure

Sporadically 
applied and 
frequently 
violated.  

Central 
Asian  
Community 
(formerly 
“Central 
Asian 
Union”) 

Economic and 
Political 
Framework 
for 
Cooperation  

Kazakhstan 
Kyrgyzstan 
Uzbekistan 
(6/1994) 

Common customs 
union, common 
market, common 
security of 
external borders, 
mutual non-
aggression 

Has not and 
does not 
function.  
Does not 
regulate policy 
or practice. 

Shanghai 
Agreement  
(6/1996) 

Treaty of 
Trust and 
Coopera-
tion—
confidence 
building 
measure  
 

China, 
Kazakhstan 
Kyrgyzstan 
Russia  
Tajikistan 

General 
framework of 
trade and security. 
Provides for 
exchanges of 
information.  

Created 
framework for 
working 
groups on 
border, trade, 
security.  

 
Contemporary commercial relations among former Soviet countries of the Central Asian sub-
region were established during the period of the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance 
(1949-1989).   After gaining national independence, all of the countries of the region joined 
the world’s major international organizations and subscribe to the general principles of the 
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international community.17   All the countries of the region became members of the major 
multilateral international organizations, including the United Nations, the World Bank, and 
the International Monetary Fund.  China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
joined the Asian Development Bank.  Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan 
joined the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.   All the countries of the 
region adopted the general principle of  non-discriminatory trade practice.  Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan are actively engaged in accession to the World Trade Organization.  
 
In addition to their membership in the major universal international organizations, the 
countries of the region also participated in regional international organizations.  All of the 
Central Asian countries were founding members of the Commonwealth of Independent States, 
formed in 1991 by the Alma-Ata Declaration.  Turkmenistan became a member of the 
Economic Cooperation Organization, joining Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey.  
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan formed a Central Asian Union in 1994.  Kazakhstan 
and Kyrgyzstan entered the CIS Customs Union in 1995, joining with Belarus and Russia.   
 
Bilateral trade agreements also structure the trading relationships among the countries.  In 
addition to participating within the CIS framework in regional trade agreements, the Central 
Asian countries have signed bilateral trade agreements with their trade partners among CIS 
member states.  For instance, Kazakhstan has signed agreements on investment and avoiding 
double taxation with Belarus and Ukraine.   The Central Asian states previously were engaged 
in trade with China through the inter-mediation of the USSR.  Following the disintegration of 
the USSR, normal commercial relations were established between China and each of the 
countries of the sub-region.  Most trade between Central Asia and China crosses the 1,500 
km-long  Kazakhstan-China border and passes through the  Xinjiang-Uygur Autonomous 
Province of the Peoples Republic of China. 
 
• Commonwealth of Independent States (Alma-Ata Declaration)     
 
In December 1991 representatives of eleven republics of the Soviet Union met in Alma-Ata 
Kazakhstan to sign an agreement that established the Commonwealth of Independent State 
and legally abolished the USSR.   The “Alma-Ata Declaration” described the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) as a community of independent and sovereign states.  The 
agreement explicitly stated that the commonwealth did not constitute a political union, 
federation, or confederation.  However, provisions were made for economic and security 
cooperation among the CIS members through the establishment of coordinating organizations 
with limited executive functions.   In the period from its establishment in 1991 until the 
present, a number of CIS executive organizations have functioned under the auspices of the 
CIS .  But the capacity of these organizations to implement or even coordinate policies has 
been extremely limited.  The primary outcome of the existence of the CIS executive 
organizations is they have provided forums for discussion of common economic and security 
issues.  Trade policy discussions have dealt with items such as trade policy harmonization, 

 
17  Since Grotius (1583-1645) these are generally regarded to be: sovereignty of the state; sovereign equality of 
states; the right of non-interference in domestic affairs of the sovereign state; territorial integrity of the state; the 
obligation to abide by international agreements; the principle of the peaceful settlement of disputes; and the 
obligation to engage in international cooperation consistent with national interests. 
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payments and settlements, customs and taxation, legal infrastructure harmonization, product 
standardization.  
 
Participation in the CIS is voluntary, thus harmonization rests upon the principle of voluntary 
compliance.  Two important executive agencies were created to encourage voluntary 
compliance.  These are the IPA and the IEC.  The Interparliament Assembly (IPA) was 
established in 1994 to coordinate and harmonize legislation with respect to interstate relations.  
In 1997 the IPA created create a Public Rights’ Center.  Among the responsibilities of the 
center is coordinating legislation with respect to customs.   
 
The Interstate Economic Committee (IEC) was created by the CIS summit in October 1994 .  
This is the summit that reached agreement “in principle” to establish a customs union that 
would include nine of the eleven CIS member states.  The agreement called for the 
establishment of a standing body, the IEC, to oversee policy coordination.  The inaugural 
session of the IEC was held in Moscow in November 1994.  The session discussed the 
creation of a CIS customs union and a common market for goods, services, capital, and labor.  
The session elected a chairman to head the IEC’s Presidium, which was to consist of deputy 
prime ministers of the member states.  The session established an executive body, the IEC 
Collegium, to be headquartered in Moscow.  However the agreement “in principle” to 
establish a CIS-wide customs union did not lead to concrete results in practice.  Despite 
rhetorical support from leaders, the customs union idea proved unwieldy on a practical level.  
The idea of the customs union was carried forward by three of the states, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, and Russia.  In late 1994 these countries announced the intention to form a CIS 
customs union among themselves, inviting other CIS to join.  Kyrgyzstan quickly did so, 
bringing the number of participants to four.  The so-called “Quadripartite Agreement”  (or 
“Big Four Agreement”) is a direct outcome of the attempt to establish a CIS-wide customs 
union.   
 
• CIS Customs Union 
 
The CIS Customs Union essentially created a three-tier trade scheme: 1) free trade for 
customs union members; 2) trade on a Most-Favored-Nation schedule with other CIS 
countries and with other countries negotiated on a bilateral basis; and 3) trade with all other 
countries.   The “CIS Customs Union” was intended to establish a free trade regime among 
members without tariffs and without quantity restrictions.   However, this broad goal was not 
achieved in the first three years of the union’s existence.  Non-compliance on the part of the 
member countries, particularly with respect to tax and inspection issues, beleaguered the 
union. The problems can be attributed to the coordination problems and free-riding incentives 
inherent in customs unions.  In mid 1995 Russian deputy minister for cooperation with CIS 
countries, Vadim Kisin, explained that customs union members (Russia, Belarus, and 
Kazakhstan) changed their external tariffs without coordinating with each other (Delovoi Mir 
02/07/95).    Kyrgyzstan President Akaev also attributed the inadequacy of the regime to free-
riding problems, noting that member countries often imposed customs duties and tariffs 
inconsistently.  Akayev pointed out that unresolved disagreements between Kazakhstan and 
Russia inhibit the customs union from functioning as it should. (Kovcheg 07/10/97).   
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While customs union has not succeeded in accomplishing its broad goal of creating a 
customs-free, single market for goods and services, there is evidence that it has had a number 
of substantial effects on trade.  First, the union has influenced the behavior of the member 
governments.  Kazakhstan, in particular, quickly changed policies in accordance with the 
union standards.  Although the union legally came into effect on July 15, 1995, Kazakhstan 
began unilaterally dismantling customs inspection stations on the Kazakhstan-Russia border 
early in 1995 citing cost savings.  Second, the union has had palpable success in policy 
harmonizing, particularly with regard to simplification of procedures for travelers. Third, 
while the all evidence is not in, trade patterns appear to have been directly affected by the 
customs union. 
 
5.  RISK ASSESSMENT 
 
The foregoing discussion offers some general perspectives on the importance of cultural and 
political factors in assessing the portability of nuclear safety technologies.    
 
1)   The countries of Central Asia are different in their approaches to the outside world.  The 
countries have emerged from a uniform Soviet administrative context into a rapidly 
globalizing world of conflicting and competing demands.  The countries have very different 
foreign policy goals and capabilities.  The advantage of this is that the countries naturally 
seek to improve their positions and are looking for foreign policy opportunities.  The 
disadvantage is that policies toward these countries must be differentiated.   
 
2)  The countries have strong traditions of hierarchical bureaucratic control. The advantage 
of this is that well-established habits of thought and practice discourage local rogue actors.  
The disadvantage is that it creates a climate of aversion to local decision making.   
 
3)  The countries have strong traditions of personalism within bureaucracies.  The actors 
within bureaucracies in these countries are much less likely to rely on Standard Operating 
Procedures for most decision making than they are to rely on the direction of a major figure.  
Deference to authority is inculcated from an early age particularly in the southern tier 
countries.  The advantage of this is that strong management exercises strong control.  The 
disadvantage is that management and administrative capacity is underdeveloped.  Most 
decision making at the line level tends to be ad hoc.   
 
4)  The countries of the region have a tradition of technological literacy.  The loss of funding 
for public education in the 1990s is altering this situation.  But the management of existing 
facilities was trained during the Soviet period and can be expected to be sophisticated in 
technical respects.   
 
Policy Recommendations 
 
The foregoing discussion describes a country that has great internal variety and uniquely 
different political styles and processes from those that are familiar to Europeans and North 
Americans.  There is also great diversity within the country itself.  There are marked 
differences among and between the peoples of the region.  While uniformity was the rule ten 
years ago in the region, the trends since national independence have accentuated and 
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magnified small differences.  Six years after independence, the  countries of the region are 
very different.   
 
Successful strategies of to promote stabilization and national self-sufficiency in security 
policies will acknowledge and take into account the differences in the political culture and 
circumstance of the countries.  Such features as deference to individual authority and 
personalism in official interactions are strong in all these countries, but particularly in the 
countries of Muslim Eurasia.  On the other hand, widespread loss of respect for formally 
constituted law and regulatory policy is particularly pronounced in Uzbekistan and 
Tajikistan.  These differences suggest general recommendations regarding how to most 
effectively interact with counterparts from these countries in protocol, administrative, and 
technical contexts.   
 
• With respect to Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, policies should be promoted that place a 

premium on building indigenous capacity in monitoring and interdiction capabilities of 
rogue groups, armed bands, and contraband traffickers.  However, the governments of 
these countries are incapable of protecting the broad public interest.  Efforts should not 
rely on government compliance with agreements.  

 
• With respect to Uzbekistan counterparts, stress should be placed on building mutual 

confidence through expanded technical dialogue.  Uzbekistan is a candidate for the 
regional leader of the Central Asian countries in the decade ahead, but seeks to establish 
its position in contest with Russian aspirations for maintaining a sphere of influence in 
Central Asia. Policies with respect to Uzbekistan counterparts should bear in mind this 
regional political competition.   
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